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Cosgrove 1

In the eighteenth century, the French half of the island of Saint Domingue was the
wealthiest colony in the Atlantic. “The Pearl of the Antilles” produced most of the world’s sugar,
as well as coffee, indigo, cocoa, and mahogany through slave labor. The system existed through
the continuous importation of captured men, women, and children from Africa due to the
extremely high mortality rate of slaves in Saint Domingue.1 Built on slave labor, the Saint
Domingue society was a complex hierarchy of race and riches. This delicate system imploded in
the early 1790s due to the flood of European Enlightenment ideas spreading throughout the
colony, sparking what is now known as the Haitian Revolution. Over a period of roughly ten
years, almost the entire white population of Saint Domingue fled their homes, as well as many
free persons of color with ties to the white community. Although some returned to France, most
refugees settled throughout the Caribbean and the United States, hopeful to one day reclaim their
property in Saint Domingue. Eventually, these refugees fleeing the violent revolution in Saint
Domingue settled in Louisiana, creating new economic, social, and political norms, and
establishing a lasting Atlantic Creole tradition to combat the Americanization of the territory.
Until recently, there has been remarkably little study on the impact of refugees from the
Haitian Revolution on Louisiana despite the fact that, between 1792 and 1810, more than ten
thousand refugees made Louisiana their new home. The first studies in this field were conducted
by Thomas Feihrer, Gabriel Debien, René Le Gardeur, and Paul Lachance in the latter half of the
twentieth century. These men compiled census data, church records, and contemporary letters to
provide a comprehensive explanation of the movements and influences of Saint Domingue
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refugees. Their work was compiled by Carl A. Brasseaux and Glenn R. Conrad in The Road to
Louisiana, still considered the premier source on the topic.2 More recently, Nathalie Dessens, a
French professor of American history, has authored two books, From Saint-Domingue to New
Orleans: Migration and Influences and Creole City: A Chronicle of Early American New
Orleans, on the influences of refugees on Louisiana society. In addition, she has authored
numerous articles, in French and English, on the subject. Creole City is Dessen’s efforts to
reconstruct the correspondence between Jean-François Henri de Miquel, Baron de Sainte-gême,
known as Henri de Ste-gême, and Jean Boze, both refugees. Boze recorded his life in New
Orleans and shared current events, social news, and personal reports with Ste-gême in France.
The 1,200-page collection of letters, found in France and now in the possession of The Historic
New Orleans collection, describes in detail the refugee community in New Orleans. Because
most of the primary source material involving the refugees was written in their native French,
Dessen’s work provides valuable insight for non-French speakers.
In the late eighteenth century, Enlightenment ideas took root and spurred revolutions in
Europe and the colonial Americas. The Haitian Revolution is often overshowed by the American
and French Revolutions. However, this event had significant influences on France and the United
States, in addition to creating the second independent state in the Americas, Haiti. The French
National Assembly, established in 1789 as the first act of rebellion against the monarchal system,
released their “Declaration of the Rights of Man” on August 26, 1789. The first clause of the
Declaration states, “Men are born free and remain in equal rights. Social distinctions may be
founded only upon the general good.”3 The document also asserts that all men have natural
2
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rights, including, “liberty, property, security, and resistance to oppression.”4 It was these
revolutionary statements that sparked calls for reform from persons of color in Saint Domingue.
They noted that the Declaration made no specifications for race and as such demanded the full
privileges of citizenship that they were denied in Saint Domingue. White settlers of different
social classes derived different meanings from the Declaration. The consensus, however, argued
for representation in the French National Assembly and for free trade with markets other than
France.5
Creole translations of French laws and proclamations played a key role in the
interpretation of French Revolutionary ideas in Saint Domingue. Leger-Félicité Sonthonax,
acting as a civil commissioner of Saint Domingue in 1796, issued the Proclamation Le Cap in
response to rumors that the French government planned to revoke its emancipation proclamation.
In Sonthonax’s original French, he asserts that the French government was responsible for
“giving back” freedom to slaves. In the Creole translation of the Proclamation, the translator
claims the French will continue to “support” the freedom of former slaves.6 Sonthonax implied
that liberty was a gift from the French government, which could be granted or taken away. The
Creole interpretation, which particularly influenced free persons of color, suggested that liberty
is an inherent quality, and the government’s role is only to protect that right. This idea spread
throughout the free colored and slave communities of Saint Domingue, eventually culminating in
the Haitian Revolution.
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Saint Domingue society consisted of various classifications for both race and wealth.
However, there was some degree of fluidity in both categories. In 1789, Saint Domingue had
nearly half a million slaves, vastly outnumbering the roughly thirty thousand white settlers and
twenty-five thousand free persons of color.7 Comprising ninety percent of the total population,
the slave community had power in numbers and sufficiently developed communication lines to
successfully overthrow their masters. Freed slaves and mixed-race children were known as
affranchis or gens-de-couleurs libres. Affranchis and middle-class whites, petits blancs, occupied
the middle of the social hierarchy.8 Article LIX of the 1685 Code Noir, signed by Louis XIV,
granted freedmen full citizenship rights. “We grant to freed slaves the same rights, privileges and
immunities that are enjoyed by freeborn persons. We desire that they are deserving of this
acquired freedom, and that this freedom gives them, as much for their person as for their
property, the same happiness that natural liberty has on our other subjects.”9 Despite the 1685
Act, many Affranchis faced de facto discrimination that restricted professional development and
freedom to marry.10
White settlers existed in two classes, petits blancs and grand blancs. Petits blancs made
up the vast majority of whites and provided roughly half of the colony’s wealth. These were
owners of small tracts of land, merchants, artisans, and tradesmen. Petits blancs had similar
interests to the Affranchis, and indeed in some cases familial ties. Middle class white men took
mixed race or black mistresses. On occasion white men married mixed race wives. It was an
accepted practice for men to associate with their mixed-race children. Often these children could
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pass as members of the petits blancs class themselves or eventually married into the class. This
social mobility blurred the lines between races and created a more tolerant attitude towards
freepersons in Saint Domingue than in the United States.11
The grand blancs made up the smallest, and most hated, class in Saint Domingue society.
Government officials, military officers, minor noblemen, and wealthy planters controlled the
society and reaped the benefits. Holding the majority of slaves in the colony, the grand blancs
were the first targets of the rebels during the Revolution. The status of grand blanc was not
unattainable by petits blancs or even affranchis, but such success was rare and often involved the
altering of one’s family history.12 Regardless of their status in Saint Domingue, immigrants to
New Orleans played vital roles in the shaping of the city and the state.
Since the beginning of the Revolution in France in 1789, affranchis had petitioned for
full French citizenship. These petitions, on occasion, resulted in violence against government
officials and wealthy planters. However, the Haitian Revolution did not truly begin until August
1791. Slaves in the north of the island, led by a slave named Boukman Dutty, planned and
carried out the first successful slave uprising in the world. Hundreds of slaves carried out a
coordinated attack of plantations throughout the northern Saint Domingue. Within three weeks,
around ten thousand slaves had organized into three armies which roamed the region around Cap
Français, burning plantations and murdering white landowners.13 At the time, they only sought
reform to the slave system, including time to plant and harvest their own food crops and less
severe forms of punishment. Boukman and his followers started a conflict that would last over a
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decade, and involved belligerents of European and African descent, free and enslaved, vying for
control over the island.14
Throughout 1791 and 1792, the rebels waged war against the colonial militia and the
French army. In February 1793, Spain and England declared war on the newly formed French
republic, and invaded Saint Domingue. Both nations attempted to form alliances with the
rebelling slaves. In an attempt to preserve French power in the Caribbean, Saint Domingue’s
civil commissioner, emancipated the northern slaves without the consent of the French National
Assembly or the Colonial Assembly on August 29, 1793. Allies of the outraged Colonial
Assembly, predominantly white planters, fought a fierce battle against the newly freed slaves in
an attempt to maintain control. The result was the burning of Cap Française and the flight of the
city’s white inhabitants.15
In 1795, France and Spain signed a peace treaty ending part of the conflict in Saint
Domingue. Spain left the island and disbanded the army of former slaves it had amassed. The
leaders of Spain’s Black Auxiliaries, some of whom took part in Boukman’s rebellion, were also
forced to leave Saint Domingue. The majority of the forces were encouraged to stay to help
rebuild the cities and plantations that had been destroyed. Around eight hundred former soldiers
followed their Spanish leaders to Havana, Cuba, hoping to maintain their military positions and
salaries, rather than return to the plantations from which they rebelled. Despite their positions in
the Spanish army, the former slaves were not welcomed into Havana. Instead, more than one
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hundred sailed for Spain, while the remaining troops settled in communities in Mexico, Panama,
Trinidad, and Honduras.16
Slavery was abolished throughout France by a decree of the National Assembly in 1794.
After the retreat of the Spanish in 1795, Toussaint Louverture, a former slave who had fought
with the Spanish in the uprisings, was appointed Governor by the French and attempted to bring
stability to the island. Although many former slaves were forced to return to their homes as
laborers, Louverture established a relative peace and maintained an alliance with France. In
1797, the British fled Saint Domingue and Sonthonax and other representatives of France
returned to the metropole, leaving Louverture to govern the island. Louverture established an
assembly with ten members, all of them white or of mixed ancestry, representing the different
regions of Saint Domingue. He also established a constitution, which declared the autonomy of
Saint Domingue, but established an alliance with France. The relative stability during
Louverture’s leadership halted the white migrations, and some who had fled earlier returned in
the hopes of regaining their property. However, peace did not last long in Saint Domingue.17
In February 1802, Napoleon Bonaparte, in an attempt to assert dominance, sent his
brother-in-law, General Charles Leclerc to return Saint Domingue to French control. As rumors
spread that Leclerc had come to reinstitute slavery, rebellion erupted in full force. The French
had early success by capturing three major cities, Cap Français, Port-au-Prince, and Port-de-Paix.
In their retreat, Louverture’s forces killed every white settler they encountered, and burned
plantations and towns. 18 On June 7, 1802, another French victory occurred with the capture of
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Louverture by Leclerc. The Saint Domingue leader and his family were sent to France, where
Louverture died in prison within months.19
With Louverture imprisoned, the rebels turned to the leadership of Jean-Jacques
Dessalines, Louverture’s Lieutenant. Dessalines led a reign of terror on the island, using guerilla
tactics and well-timed attacks to decimate the French army as well as destroying the properties of
the remaining white settlers and political enemies. During the wet season of 1802, nearly half of
the French forces, around twenty thousand men, including Leclerc, succumbed to yellow fever.20
In November 1803, Dessalines and Leclerc’s successor, Donatien Rochambeau, signed a peace
treaty arranging for the peaceful evacuation of French troops and citizens. After the departure of
the French, Dessalines announced the sovereignty of the people of Saint Domingue, shortly
thereafter known as Haiti.21 With the retreat of the French, Dessalines ordered the complete
destruction of the remaining white settlers. By March 1804, the white settler who failed to escape
the island were brutally murdered.22
Between 1798 and 1803, nearly all of the white inhabitants of San Domingue fled their
homes. Those who were able took their loyal slaves with them. The Affranchis comprised the
second exodus, many of whom followed their white relatives and friends. Some refugees escaped
across the border to Santo Domingo, but the vast majority left the island altogether. Those who
could afford the journey and who still had contacts in France returned to their homeland.
However, even some with money and ties to France did not make the journey across the Atlantic
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in favor of maintaining possession of their slaves.23 The majority of refugees fled to any port that
would accept them. For slave holders, this was complicated by the fact that many American
states passed legislation barring the entrance of Caribbean slaves in their ports. Some ports also
restricted the entrance of free blacks, fearing they would incite rebellions in America.24 Still
refugees swarmed into port cities throughout America, including New York, Charleston, and
Baltimore. However, these cities, predominantly Anglo-Protestant, were very different, and even
hostile towards the Franco-Catholic refugees, making assimilation difficult.25
The flight from Saint Domingue was plagued by fear. Both white settlers and Affranchis
were targeted by revolting slaves and often had to flee at a moment’s notice. The grandson of
Jean Boze, a Saint Domingue refugee who later settled in New Orleans shared the story of his
family’s escape from their plantation in Saint Domingue. “My grandparents fled with both their
children and escaped with nothing but their lives. When they were already in flight, my
grandmother realized that she had left important documents regarding the property of her
plantations and she drove back alone to her estate to retrieve these documents and bring them to
safety, but she was shot in her carriage by furious blacks while returning, already in possession
of the documents, to her husband and children.”26 Not only does this account detail the danger
landowners in Saint Domingue faced, it also demonstrates that many were hopeful of eventually
regaining their property. Mrs. Boze risked her life to return to her plantation to obtain proof of
ownership so that she might one day be able to return to her home. Unfortunately, her efforts
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were unsuccessful, and her family ultimately never returned to Saint Domingue. Instead, Jean
Boze and his children fled first to Cuba, then to New Orleans.
Because of their proximity and similarities to Saint Domingue, Cuba and Jamaica were
the preferred destinations of many refugees. British troops who had been involved in the Haitian
Revolution fled to Jamaica with refugees at their heels. The climate and colonial society was
similar that of Saint Domingue. However, British colonists feared the refugees would bring
rebellion with them, and as such were rather hostile towards the refugees. Less than a year after
the first refugees arrived in 1792, France and Britain went to war, casting further suspicion of the
French immigrants. All of the refugees in Jamaica were forced to make a public pledge of
allegiance to the British crown in order to remain in the colony. As aggression increased between
the two nations in the early nineteenth century, most of the refugees were again forced to flee to
a new land.27
Cuba was a short journey, especially from the north of Saint Domingue, providing a
rather easy refuge for those who needed to make a hasty escape. Initially, they hoped Cuba could
be a temporary shelter until they could return to their homes and reclaim their property. The first
to escape to Cuba were members of the Spanish military, who were forced out of Saint
Domingue as a result of the 1795 treaty with France. In 1798, they were followed in greater
numbers by a wider variety of the population who planned to observe from Cuba the treatment of
white officials by Louverture’s government. In 1800, a group of around seven hundred members
of the colored army fled to Cuba after being defeated by Louverture. The mass migration to
Cuba did not begin until 1803, when France and Britain went to war, cutting off support for the
French efforts in Saint Domingue. Refugees fled in droves to Santiago and Havana, hoping to
27
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avoid British ships patrolling the sixty-mile Windward passage between the islands. In some
cases, refugees were captured by the British and transported to Jamaica. Refugees who had
initially fled to other ports in the Caribbean and North America joined the large settlement in
Cuba, where refugees were already developing the coffee industry.28
Saint Domingue refugees faced opposition and fear in every port in which they landed,
including Louisiana. These refugees arrived in three distinct waves. The first settlers arrived
individually or in families, with the intent of settling in Louisiana between 1791 and 1803. They
sparked controversy in their new home by bringing slaves with them. For example, in 1795, the
citizens of Savanah voted to pass a resolution barring the entry of ships carrying slaves or free
persons of color into the city’s port.
Whereas, from the mischiefs which the people of St. Domingo, and other French islands,
have experienced, from the insurrection of their Negroes and People of Colour, the
precautions taken by the people of South Carolina, and of the British West India islands,
to prevent the importation of landing of any such Negroes of Mulattoes amongst them,
and the information the Citizens now assembled have received, that a vessel is now lying
at Cockspur, recently from Kingston, with near one hundred Negroes on board, whose
landing may be dangerous to the inhabitants of this state, with the daily expectation of
many more; therefore, to prevent the evils that may arise from the suffering people of this
description, under any pretence [sic] whatever, from being introduced amongst us, the
Citizens pledge themselves unanimously to support the City Council in any salutary
measures they may adopt…29
Similar laws and restrictions were passed in other ports throughout the United States. However,
these settlers, including slaves, proved invaluable to Louisiana, being largely responsible for the
establishment of the sugar industry.30
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Refugees arrived in New Orleans in greater numbers after Dessalines declared Haitian
independence in 1803. At this time, anyone who still opposed Dessalines fled as quickly as
possible. It is likely that many boarded the first available ship, regardless of its destination. For
example, L’Express left Saint Domingue in October 1803 with 450 passengers intent on sailing
to France. Instead, it sailed first to Cuba, then to Charleston, before finally making port in New
Orleans. However, by the sheer number of immigrants during this time, it is likely that some
followed family or friends to the colony. Others, who had been denied entry into other Southern
American ports because they brought slaves, disembarked in Louisiana. In addition to refugees
directly from Saint Domingue, those that had previously settled in Jamaica faced pressures due
to the eruption of war between France and Britain. As such, many Saint Domingue refugees in
Jamaica resettled in New Orleans during this time.31
The final, and largest wave of Saint Domingue refugees came in 1809 and 1810, when
France went to war with Spain, and Spanish Cuba expelled all Saint Domingue refugees who had
not been naturalized or who had not married a Spaniard. During this wave, the Louisiana
government, by now an American territory, organized passage from Cuba to Louisiana.32 By
1810, Saint Domingue refuges had doubled the population of New Orleans and slaves from Saint
Domingue comprised one third of the slave population in and around New Orleans. Refugees
settled mostly in the city of New Orleans, with eighty to ninety percent of refugees identified by
Paul Lachance from parish and church records residing in the city in the years after their
arrival.33
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Refugees of the crisis in Saint Domingue spread throughout the United States and the
Caribbean, but they failed to assimilate into the population anywhere as well as they did in
Louisiana. They were able to establish a thriving community in New Orleans for several reasons.
The Gulf Coast was climatically similar to Saint Domingue, allowing them to continue to grow
the same crops. Unlike other American cities or Caribbean ports, New Orleans had an already
established French and Catholic heritage, thereby sharing vital cultural traits with Saint
Domingue. However, Louisiana’s possession by Spain in the 1790’s provided the first wave of
refugees with the opportunity to bring slaves, as well as the stability and conservative
community that revolutionary France could not provide. When, in 1803, Louisiana became an
American territory, the residents were faced with Americanization. As a reaction against this
impending cultural shift, the residents of New Orleans embraced the French Catholics flooding
into the city. Despite the fear of a slave rebellion, New Orleans offered financial support to the
destitute immigrants. In turn, the immigrants quickly established themselves in careers and
contributed to the prospering economy and vibrant culture that characterized New Orleans in the
nineteenth century. 34
Refugees more easily assimilated into New Orleans society than elsewhere in America
because the Creole culture of Saint Domingue had already, to some extent, existed in Louisiana.
While there are some records of Saint Domingue refugees in rural Parishes in the early
nineteenth century, Paul Lachance determined that eighty to ninety percent of Saint Domingue
immigrants to Louisiana remained in New Orleans.35 There was a long history between Saint
Domingue and Louisiana dating back to the first French military garrison established in the

34
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Louisiana territory, now present-day Mississippi in 1698. The garrison relied on supplies from
Saint Domingue for sustenance. Throughout the eighteenth century, developing settlements in
Louisiana purchased goods from Saint Domingue. Even before the Haitian Revolution, Saint
Domingue colonists established contacts with settlers in Louisiana. Thomas Fiehrer established
the strong connection between Saint Domingue and Louisiana prior to 1791. “Saint-Domingue
gave birth to Louisiana and sustained her to maturation. In her own dotage-as represented in the
early nineteenth century migrations- Saint-Domingue sought refuge with a close branch of the
Creole family, and in her debility ironically reinforced local society’s distinctive character,
prolonging the life cycle of the French Creole world, whose remnants- the ‘forgotten people’ of
South Louisiana- mainstream America still finds inscrutable”36 The arrival of refugees in New
Orleans at the same time that America took possession of the territory served to delay the process
of Americanization by offering the people of New Orleans an alternative to the typical American
culture of the day.
Saint Domingue refugees made up a large and dynamic portion of the growing Louisiana
economy in the early nineteenth century. In many cases, they were responsible for such growth.
Having left Saint Domingue unwillingly, and in many cases made several stops on the way to
New Orleans, the vast majority of refugees arrived with little money and few possessions.
However, given their experiences in the prosperous colony of Saint Domingue, refugees,
regardless of race, brought with them expertise in various fields, including agriculture, law,
journalism, carpentry, even cooking. Women also brought with them experience in sewing and,
in the case of women of African descent, free or enslaved, in treating tropical diseases. Most
refugees arrived in New Orleans with next to nothing, although some refugees brought the slaves
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who remained loyal to their masters when fleeing Saint Domingue. In this case, the refugees
leased their slaves when landing in New Orleans as a way to earn revenue quickly. Those who
did not bring slaves often relied on friends or family who had migrated earlier, or welfare
provided by Louisiana to survive their first weeks in their new home. However, they quickly
established themselves in jobs in which they could use their skills and helped to create a vibrant
economy in the city and rural Louisiana.37
Perhaps the most important contribution of the refugees was the establishment of the
sugar industry, which supplied jobs and revenue that allowed Louisiana to prosper. Before the
arrival of the refugees, Louisiana planters had struggled to affordably produce sugar. In 1795,
Louisiana planter Etienne de Boré purchased a sugar plantation that had already successfully
produced small amounts of molasses. He hired Antione Morin, a Saint Domingue refugee, as his
sugar maker, and the same year became the first to commercially produce sugar in Louisiana.38
The sugar industry was slow to develop during the eighteenth century in Louisiana
because the production is technically challenging. Sugar cane was harvested between October
and December, but the entire crop could be destroyed by an early frost. The harvested cane was
then fed through a mill which extracted the cane juice. Until the 1830s, when steam mills were
introduced, horses, oxen, and mules were used to power sugar mills. The cane juice was stored in
cypress barrels, where it was skimmed to remove contaminants. The juice was then boiled in a
series of large kettles, between four and five depending on the plantation. The juice was
evaporated until a syrup formed, which was then struck to produce crystals. The crystalized
syrup was transferred to the draining house, usually a separate building adjacent to the mill. The
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syrup was placed in draining barrels, or hogsheads, with cisterns placed directly below. Here, the
molasses drained from the granulated sugar, and both products could be sold for profit. The
entire process, from harvesting to production, required intensive labor and delicate knowledge.
At any point in the production the cane could be rendered unusable.39 As such, the burgeoning
sugar industry required the skilled labor of both free and enslaved workers.
As refugees poured into New Orleans over the next decade and a half, the sugar industry
became dominated by those with Saint Domingue roots. When they could, refugee planters
purchased land and began cultivating sugar. More common were white and free refugees of color
working as overseers, managers, or refiners. Saint Domingue refugees also designed mills and
oversaw the slaves who built them. Slaves with experience in cultivating sugar became
extremely valuable in the growing Louisiana economy. The sugar boom provided both the
necessity and the funding for the development of the rural infrastructure of Louisiana. First
roads, and later railroads, were built to move sugar from plantations to the Mississippi River for
transport. The territory was quickly able to fill the economic void in the sugar industry left by the
virtual end of production of sugar in Saint Domingue after the revolution began.40
Another prosperous, if less official profession revolutionized by those with Saint
Domingue roots was privateering. The elite of Louisiana purchased goods seized by Baratarian
pirates led by Pierre and Jean Lafitte, brothers born in Port-au-Prince. The Lafitte brothers
smuggled food products, silk, wine, and slaves into New Orleans to be sold outside of the regular
market. Although illegal, their business was in high demand and their clients were men of power
in the city. As such, they were able to practice their “trade” largely undisturbed. Many members
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of the Lafittes’ crew were refugees, as well as some of their patrons.41 The crew was later
pardoned after defending the city’s port during the Battle of New Orleans. A contemporary
source detailed the Baratarian pirate’s contribution to the overwhelming American victory at the
Battle of New Orleans.
Previous to the battle of the 8th of January, the pirates of Barataria, who had been held in
custody, were released by order of general Jackson, upon condition that they would assist
in defending the city of New-Orleans. In the battle of that day they proved themselves
excellent artillerists, and were, together with a few Frenchmen, successfully employed in
serving the pieces. They were afterwards released from any further confinement, having
received (at the request of the general assembly of Louisiana) a full pardon from the
president of the United States.42
The brothers and their second in command, Dominque You, another refugee, remained in
Louisiana after receiving their pardons and enjoyed comfortable lives among the upper class of
society.43
Refugees became auspicious among the middle class as well. Skilled artisans flooded into
New Orleans and provided services and goods that had been previously unavailable to the
citizens of the city. Expatriate bakers established themselves in the city and achieved an
unprecedented level of success. They introduced new cuisines and spices to Louisiana and were
known for their excellence. Immigrants also created a fashion industry in New Orleans.
Introducing new fabrics and designs, they dictated the style of the wealthy, largely influenced by
the work they had done in Saint Domingue. Carpenters and builders who had been trained in
Saint Domingue produced highly decorative products and brought ornamentation to peoples’
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homes. 44 In addition, refugees opened schools throughout New Orleans, providing easier access
to education for white children and free children of color. Many doctors in New Orleans in the
early twentieth century had Saint Domingue roots or were trained by an exile, as this group had
extensive knowledge of the treatment of tropical diseases, especially yellow fever.45 Through
educated refugees, the wealthy of New Orleans had greater access to fine goods, education, and
medical care in their city, facilitating the expansion of capitalism and the need for social
institutions.
Although it had existed in Louisiana since the French first colonized the region, the
Catholic Church was preserved and expanded by the arrival of refugees. Many of the refugees
regularly attended mass at the Cathedral of New Orleans and became members of the
Archdiocese of the city. The Church welcomed all of the exiles, regardless of race. Clergy
throughout Louisiana had ties to Saint Domingue. Archbishop Guillaume Dubourg was born in
Saint Domingue and, although raised and educated in France, was close to his family who fled
Saint Domingue during the revolution. He also served the Catholic communities in Baltimore
and Havana, both of which had large Saint Domingue immigrant populations, before his
appointment as Bishop in New Orleans, where he promoted education for all levels of society. It
is likely that his family and the many refugees he encountered influenced his relationship with
both slaves and free persons of African descent. “His life attests to a constant commitment to
slaves and free people of color, both in Baltimore, where he began to work with them, and in
Louisiana, where he always protected attempts at educating them.”46
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Another prominent member of the Louisiana Church, Juliette Gaudin, was born in Cuba,
where her family fled after leaving Saint Domingue. They later arrived in New Orleans between
1809 and 1810, where her father began teaching at an elite boys’ school. Gaudin founded the
Sisters of the Holy Family in 1842 with Henriette Delille and became Mother Superior after
Delille’s death. As Mother Superior and teacher, Gaudin provided the young women of New
Orleans with an education in both religious and secular ideas.47
Before the refugees arrived, there were few schools in Louisiana. Both white refugees
and free refugees of color established schools, not only for their own races, but for all. By 1850,
the free black population had an eighty percent literacy rate, surpassing white communities
elsewhere in the country. In some cases, even slaves had access to a limited education. Refugees
also supported higher education for young men who could not afford to study in the North or in
Europe. Three exiles, Auguste Devezac, Louis Moreau-Lislet, and Paul Lanusse, founded
Collège d’Orléans in 1805, Louisiana’s first university.48 There, immigrants shared their
knowledge with local students and peers, bringing together French, Saint Domingue, and
Louisianan ideas in the education of the next generation of Louisianans.
Saint Domingue evacuees sparked debate and spread information outside of the
classroom through newspapers published in French. Between 1790 and 1810, the main
newspapers in New Orleans were founded, each by refugees. Many of the papers were printed in
French, helping to preserve the official use of the French language in Louisiana after it officially
became a United States territory. Each paper had a different take on contemporary issues, from
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local problems to national debates to international issues. In some cases, the papers were accused
of being too political.49
Saint Domingue immigrants were responsible for establishing new forms of
entertainment in New Orleans. Among these were opera and theater. The first Opera House in
the United States was established in New Orleans and, although it was not definitively
established by immigrants, the first actors to perform there were Saint Domingue refugees.
Theater was equally popular in New Orleans, and also dominated by refugees. The Orleans
Street theater was the most popular location for French theater and opera in New Orleans from
its founding in 1806 to 1859. The theater enjoyed several directors with Saint Domingue roots in
succession and maintained the spirit of Saint Domingue through the performances it held.50 One
such play, La Famille créole, written by Auguste Lussan in 1837, dealt with refugees’ attitudes
towards New Orleans and America. Although Lussan emigrated to New Orleans from France,
the creole family in his play, the Clairvilles, escaped to New Orleans from Saint Domingue. The
second, third, and fourth acts of the play take place in France, were Clairville and his daughter
narrowly escape execution before returning to the rest of family in New Orleans. The play
depicts New Orleans as the only safe refuge for the family and attempts to cleave the Saint
Domingue immigrants from their French roots, in favor of Americanization. The play attempted
to create an image of conservatism and stability for the immigrants, who were often feared to
have revolutionary tendencies. It also fails to address the issue of slavery, which was becoming
an increasingly contentious debate in both New Orleans and national politics in the 1830s.51
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Refugees were the first to create literature in Louisiana. The first book published in
Louisiana was a history of Louisiana written by Saint Domingue refugee Guy Soniat du Fossat.
Literature was an opportunity for those of African descent, free or enslaved, to share ideas and
stories. Free black authors wrote about republicanism in the romantic style, sharing
contemporary issues with their readers in Louisiana. In 1843, an interracial group of writes
published and contributed to L’Album littéraire:Journel des jeunes-gens, amateurs de littéraire,
a literary magazine. In 1862, Joseph Colastin Rousseau, the son of a Saint Domingue refuge born
in Louisiana, published a serial entitled “Souvenirs de la Louisiane” in L’Opinion Nationale in
Port-au-Prince. The article traces the history of free persons of color in Louisiana to identify their
roots in Saint Domingue and “describes Louisiana’s Romantic poets, white and black, as an
unfortunate and luckless group, united by the persecution and economic hardship they faced.”52
For slaves who remained mostly illiterate, the literary tradition consisted of storytelling.
While all of the slave tales from the Atlantic share common themes and patterns, the stories of
Saint Domingue and Louisiana share unique characteristics. For example, in many of the stories
in Saint Domingue and Louisiana, the hero is named Bouki. Whereas in other slave societies in
the Atlantic, the similar stories exist, but Bouki is known by various other names, including
Zambu and Léfau, suggesting there were ties between all of the slave societies, but there was a
stronger link between Saint Domingue and Louisiana than either community had elsewhere.53
The most profound influence of slaves in New Orleans was the creation of music at
Congo Square. After 1821, slaves were only allowed to gather in designated areas to sing and
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dance on Sundays, in order to prevent the spread of voodoo. Thus, Congo Square because the
center of music created in New Orleans. The music they played, with a blend of influences from
throughout Africa, echoed through the city and later influenced Louisiana’s composers. Louis
Moreau Gottschalk, the most famous nineteenth century Louisiana Composer and grandson of
refugees, intended to spread the music he heard on Congo Square growing up to Europe.
Although he never visited Haiti, he grew up hearing stories from Saint-Domingue from his
family. One of his songs, “Le Mancenillier,” is about a tree native to Haiti, but doesn’t grow in
Louisiana. Thus, it is evident that even second and third generation descendants of refugees were
influenced by their families’ experiences in Saint Domingue.54
Because the refugees arrived in Louisiana at a transitional period, they played an
important role in developing New Orleans politics. Almost as soon as they arrived, refugees
sparked debates in the local government, and became prominent figures. Jean-François Pitot
came to New Orleans in 1796 from Saint Domingue and became the first appointed mayor of the
American city in 1804. Denis Prieur, another refugee, served as mayor for ten years in the 1820s
and 1830s. Several other refugees served in the state legislature, as well as lower offices and
judgeships. There was also a pattern of the children of refugees serving in the government,
demonstrating the trend of political activity of the refugees.55
The Saint Domingue refugees played an important role in shaping the government of
Louisiana to the extent that Louisiana remains the only state practicing the civil law system, as
opposed to the English common law system. Louis Moreau-Lislet, who helped established
Collège d’Orléans, was also responsible for drafting the first two Civil Codes in Louisiana. A
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practicing lawyer in Saint Domingue until 1803, Moreau Lislet had extensive knowledge of the
French, Spanish, and English legal system. He was also determined to integrate into New
Orleans society. “No sooner had he set foot in Louisiana than it was almost certain that he would
adapt to his new environment and contribute efficiently to the building and well-being of this
newly acquired territory of the young country of the United States.”56 In 1808, Moreau Lislet
authored The Digest of Civil Law in Force in the Territory of Orleans, the first Civil Code in the
Western Hemisphere. In 1822, he was selected as Chairman of a commission to revise the Code,
along with the jurist Edward Livingston and politican Pierre Derbigny, both with strong ties to
the refugee community. The Code, some of its principles still applicable in Louisiana, was
printed in French and English, extending the prominence of the French language in Louisiana for
several decades.57
Despite the contributions of the refugees to New Orleans, there was at times animosity
between refugees and other groups in the city. At various times, conflicts arose between
Catholics and Protestants, French and Irish, native creoles and refugees. In one instance, Jean
Boze, a Frenchman who fled Saint Domingue in 1803 and arrived in New Orleans in 1809,
described the fears of the refugee community in regard to the 1830 gubernatorial election. “…we
fear that the choice might be for a Gumbo Filé, in conformity with the jealous spirit those
families bear against people from the outside, without recognizing the knowledge, industry, and
fortunes they brought to this country in the year 1809 which gave to its commerce a greater
impulse by all these advantages and an increase in enlightenment instruction.”58 A Gumbo Filé
was a derogatory term used by the refugee population to describe native creoles, those who had
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lived in Louisiana since the French and Spanish colonial periods. Despite their similarities,
occasionally conflicts arose between the native creoles and the Saint Domingue immigrants.
However, these conflicts were no more common than disputes between the other ethnic, racial,
and socioeconomic classes of the city.59
Even before the arrival of Haitian refugees, there existed in New Orleans a small
community of free persons of color. Prior to 1803, Louisiana shifted between French and
Spanish rule. Both countries helped to establish a distinct social class for free persons of color,
usually those of mixed European and African ancestry. As refugees from Saint Domingue poured
into the city, the number of free persons of color swelled. In 1791, New Orleans, under Spanish
rule, had a population of roughly eight hundred free persons of African or mixed descent.60 This
number swelled to over five thousand after the arrival of Saint Domingue immigrants who had
been expelled from Cuba in 1809.61 The free population reached its peak in 1830, comprising
twenty-four percent of the population.62 As New Orleans “Americanized” in the mid-nineteenth
century, New Orleans began to reflect the traditions of the South, including the institution of
more restrictive racial laws.
Despite the legal obstacles in their way, free refugees of color in New Orleans fought to
expand their rights. The group had the right to petition and were counted for apportionment
purposes. Free refugees in New Orleans formed political groups in order to lobby for their needs.
In 1844, they formed the Clay Club and attempted to pressure voters into voting for Henry Clay.
Reportedly, some members of the group successfully voted for Clay themselves. In addition,
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veterans of the Battle of New Orleans formed the Association of Colored Veterans in 1853. The
group served to remind legislators of the contributions of free blacks to the militia during the
Battle of New Orleans. By asserting themselves as political actors, both through political
associations and petitioning government officials at all levels, freedmen attempted to expand
their rights. In some local election in New Orleans, free men were allowed to vote when the
election was too close to call.63 Those who served in the militia were also tacitly complicit in
protecting white settlers from potential slave uprisings. Still, even New Orleans enacted
repressive laws targeting freedmen. They could not carry guns, public transportation and theaters
were segregated, and illegitimate children were restricted from inheriting property. However,
Louisiana governor William Claiborne, recognizing the dangers in passing excessively restrictive
legislation, attempted to maintain communication with the free black community in New
Orleans.64
Free persons of color in New Orleans had access to legal services, such as notaries, and
owned property, including slaves. As in Saint Domingue, illegitimate mixed-race children were
accepted by their white fathers. Henri de Ste-gême, a minor French nobleman, had fled to Cuba
from Saint Domingue in 1803. He arrived in New Orleans in 1809 and attained prominence there
until he left for France in 1818. While living in New Orleans, he had three children with a free
woman of color, Adélaïde Philibert, who had followed Ste-gême from Saint Domingue.65
Although his illegitimate family remained in New Orleans after 1818, Ste-gême maintained
contact with his children through his associate Jean Boze. In 1833, Boze wrote to Ste-gême to
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inform him of the marriage of his eldest daughter by Adélaïde, Fortunée, to a free colored man
from a respected family.
On 4 February, the well-matched wedding of Fortunée G. with a Creole by the name of
Firmin Peyraut, aged 22, they say. He is a decent young man, of a good behavior, who
assembles carriages on sugar plantations, which has enabled him to have a small income.
His Louisiana Creole family is comfortably off and enjoys public esteem in this country.
Their goods have been inventoried and evaluated according to conventions by notary
public Seghers the younger, who wrote the marriage contract which sets, for the three
heirs to their mother’s succession, one share each of the estimate of the house and of six
slaves comprising two women and four young children.
Mr. Marc Lafitte, the former notary, who enjoys wealth and high reputation, has been
kind enough to be the advisor of that family of orphans and he willingly helped with all
the acts, to see them written in conformity with the law and to the satisfaction of both
parties, which needed the assistance of an honest and able man in such a settlement.66
Not only does the letter show that free persons of color in New Orleans owned property and
enjoyed respect in the community, it also reveals that there were amicable relationships between
races. Marc Lafitte was a white refugee and associate of Ste-gême. While his motives are
unclear, he willingly helped Ste-gême’s mixed race children with no compensation.67 While such
selfless acts might not have been the norm, there were clearly defined relationships between the
races in New Orleans that made the city unique in the Antebellum South.
One such special relationship between whites and free persons of color was the tradition
of Quadroon Balls and the practice of plaçage. Plaçage was a legal relationship between a white
man and a free woman of color. The practice dated back to the early colonization of Louisiana by
the French but continued well into the nineteenth century. The relationship usually existed in
addition to the man’s traditional marriage. However, he supported his mistress generously,
usually supplying housing, food, and a monetary allowance. He also supported any children
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resulting from the relationship. The children were recognized as legitimate and were entitled to
an inheritance.68 Quadroon Balls were lively celebrations attended by wealthy white men seeking
the companionship of young, mixed race women. While plaçage was an accepted practice before
the arrival of the Saint Domingue immigrants, the refugees were more open about the practice.
The Balls became a popular source of entertainment for wealthy white men, and the women were
notorious for their beauty. Some Quadroon women even performed in the French Theater. The
practice was considered immoral by non-refugee Catholics, as well as Anglo-Protestants in the
city, contributing the sometimes negative opinions of the Saint Domingue immigrants. 69
Although they were not enfranchised, free persons of color played an active role in New
Orleans politics, enjoyed access to a variety of legal services, and in general enjoyed a stable life.
In cities throughout the American south, however, free persons of African descent were feared
and often relied on the lack of enforcement of restrictive laws to maintain their freedom. Despite
the fact that affranchis immigrants had very little interaction with slaves, in general, and some
even owned slaves, white slave owners throughout the South worried that freedmen would spark
slave revolts.70
In 1790, Virginia had the largest population of free persons of color in the United States.
In 1793, the state legislators passed laws that restricted the immigration of any free person of
African descent to the state. In addition, a law passed at the same time forced all free colored
persons to register with their local government and to carry proof of their freedom. Initially,
these laws were rarely enforced, demonstrating the split between legal statutes and public
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opinion. Most residents of Virginia who encountered freedmen daily were content to live in
peace with the opposite race, so long as the institution of slavery remained unthreatened.
However, news of the Haitian Revolution and a failed slave rebellion near Richmond in 1800,
caused increased fear in the white community. In response to advocation for the end of
manumission in Virginia, the state legislature passed a law in 1806 requiring freed slaves to
leave the state within one year of manumission. However, like previous laws, this was only
enforced circumstantially, usually during times of heightened fear of slave rebellions, such as
after the Nat Turner rebellion.71
On January 8, 1811, the Southern fear of rebellion was realized just forty miles west of
New Orleans. A free mixed-race immigrant from Saint Domingue named Charles Deslondes
organized the largest number of rebelling slaves in North America. Deslondes, a slave driver on
a sugar plantation, organized as many as five hundred slaves in a militaristic brigade, complete
with battle flags and mounted leadership. Armed with mostly field tools, the rebels marched
towards New Orleans, burning plantations as they went. In response, Louisiana Governor
Clairborne raised the militia from Baton Rouge, as well as calling into service United States
Army General Wade Hampton, who happened to be in New Orleans with a company of soldiers.
Along with a small group of planters set out to avenge their homes, the army and militia attacked
the slaves during the night of January 9th, halting the march on New Orleans and sending more
than one hundred slaves into the nearby swamp land in an attempt to escape. Over the next
weeks, these escapees were hunted down by and forced to appear before a tribunal of plantation
owners. In all, around one hundred slaves were killed during the rebellion and their heads were
mounted on spikes along the road to discourage future revolts. Governor Clairborne and many
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white residents of New Orleans blamed the refugee population for the rebellion, which caused
the legislation of stricter slave laws with the admission of Louisiana as a state in 1812.72
Until the outbreak of the Civil War, the Haitian Revolution continued to be used as a
rhetorical tool by both abolitionists and pro-slavery advocates. In response to a northern proposal
for the manumission of southern slaves, an 1849 article in the South Carolina Camden Journal
suggested that slaves are unable to govern themselves. “Is it for the welfare of the slave they are
contending? I hold it to be the duty even of him who undertakes to subvert the established order
of things, to manifest at least as much respect for experience as experiment, and it so happens
that the experience of emancipation has been ample and diversified. In Haiti, the black, after
exterminating the white population, remained independent and isolated, the exclusive architect of
its own institutions and destiny. The result is that they have relapsed into pristine barbarism.”73 A
similar tone was used to describe the “morals in Haiti” in an 1856 article of the Richmond Daily
Dispatch. The author suggests theft is so universal in Haiti that, when fire breaks out in port
towns, merchants leave their money with sailors in the harbor, rather than risk it being stolen
from shops in town. In the same article, the author also claims that, out of the children born in
the first three months of 1863, seventeen hundred were born to unmarried parents, while only
163 were born to married parents. The author sardonically writes, “That is the condition to which
[abolitionist Horace] Greeley wishes to elevate the slave.”74 These articles, written decades after
the end of the Haitian Revolution, demonstrate that the fear of slave rebellion persisted in the
Southern mind. Southern articles mentioning the Haitian revolution tended to coincide with slave
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uprisings and increased conflict with northern abolitionists, suggesting southerner used the
example of the Haitian revolution when they felt their way of life was being threatened.75
The example of Haiti was used, not only to spread fear through the Southern states, but
also to promote the abolitionist agenda. An article printed in the Anti-Slavery Bugle in 1857
praised the Haitian leaders who successfully established a free nation. “It is remarkable to
observe the great facility with which European ideas are penetrating into the young and stirring
society of that island, which has been laughed at because people did not understand the unheardof efforts made by its inhabitants to constitute themselves into a State. Every day a new reform is
going on: and as the example of France is, to be sure, the best to imitate, her constitution is being
introduced more and more thoroughly into the customs of the country, and our civil and
governmental manners are becoming those of Haitians.” The author continued, condemning the
pro-slavery advocates who attempted to insult Haiti, “they did not see that it would have been
honorable in them to encourage these generous efforts; instead of cruelly abusing former slaves,
the heroical pioneers of progress, who became independent by their valor and were left to
themselves to create a nationality.”76 An 1852 edition of the Anti-Slavery Bugle also condemned
American trade policy for failing to profit from trade opportunities with Haiti because of the skin
color of the nation’s people.77
In New Orleans, the newspapers took on the typical southern approach, but with a less
vociferous tone. An 1851 article in the New Orleans’ Daily Crescent referred to the citizens of
Haiti as “indolent people” who failed to learn the “very vivid ideas of either the dignity of the
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attractiveness of hard, steady work” during the old regime.78 By the 1850s, Louisiana largely
resembled the rest of the South in so far as it treated slaves and defended the institution of
slavery. However, during the years of Reconstruction, Louisiana established the most liberal
treatment of former slaves of any of the Confederate states.
The 1867 Louisiana constitution granted all men equal protection under the law and
outlawed segregation in public transportation and accommodation. In addition, Louisiana
desegregated nineteen public schools by 1874. These actions were advocated for by a citizen’s
committee established by Rodolphe Lucien Desdunnes, whose father was an escaped Affranchis
from Saint Domingue. As well as being a civil servant in New Orleans, Desdunnes participated
in and helped form several political groups advocating for equal rights, including the Association
for Equal Rights, Union Louisianaise, and the Citizens’s Committee.79 In his book on the creoles
of color in New Orleans, Our People and Our History, Desdunnes mentions to strong
participation of men of African descent in Louisiana’s constitutional convention in 1868. He
attributes the freedoms in the constitution to the creoles of color who attended. “We were
represented in large numbers are the Assembly of 1868, and that if a certain spirit of freedom
marked the deliberations of this group, we know for certainty that the delegates of our race were
responsible for this.”80 Desdunnes and his fellow activists continued to advocate for equal rights
throughout the late nineteenth century. Desdunnes was largely responsible for ensuring Homer
Plessy’s segregation case reached the Supreme Court.
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Homer Plessy, a mixed-race citizen of New Orleans, was arrested on June 7, 1892 for
refusing to give up his seat in a coach designated for white passengers on an East Louisiana
Railway Train. Plessy alleged that his race should not dictate which method of public
transportation he could use. The Supreme Court decided in May 1896, that the separation of
races was a reasonable method of controlling the public peace. In the landmark case, the Court
ruled that “separate but equal” was constitutional.81 This ruling provided the legal basis for the
segregation of races for the first half of the twentieth century, eliminating Desdunnes’ dream for
the equality of races on a national level.
The flood of immigrants from the island of Saint Domingue into Louisiana as a result of
the Haitian Revolution had a profound impact on the region. Refugees created social, political,
and economic institutions that allowed Louisiana, specifically New Orleans, to modernize. Many
of these establishments furthered the French and Atlantic creole tradition that had existed in
Louisiana prior to the arrival of the immigrants. The refugees slowed the process of
Americanization, particularly involving race. While Louisiana took similar attitudes towards the
institution of slavery as in the rest of the Antebellum South, free persons of color enjoyed more
legal rights than in other Southern states. In addition, Reconstruction era Louisiana provided
more freedoms and legal rights to former slaves. It was not until federal laws, including the
establishment of legal segregation in the Plessy v. Ferguson case, that Louisiana adopted
oppressive Jim Crow laws like the rest of the South. Louisiana still retains some attributes that
can be traced back to the Saint Domingue immigrants, including the Civil Law tradition, voodoo
and Catholic influences, and traditional architecture. However, the process of Americanization
largely transformed the state throughout the nineteenth century.
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